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“The book is personal. The personal is theoretical.”  
- Sara Ahmed, in Living a Feminist Life 
 
This project is dedicated to those who have felt their identities fall outside the suffocating boxes 
society places us within. Be kind to yourself, be reflexive, and go out and be your best 
unapologetic self.  
 
“If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it” 
- Toni Morrison 
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When I was about five or six years old, I was told that I had a beautiful face. I could not 
tell you what day or time of year I was told, but I remember my grandmother telling me that I 
had a beautiful face. As a child I was surrounded with language that labeled me as cute, since I 
was indeed a child. Yet, these words describing me as beautiful held meaning in my tiny 
mind.  To me, this moment was the first time I ever felt beautiful. I let the words of my 
grandmother carry so much weight in my heart.  
Growing up, my brother and I referred to my grandmother as B, since Barbara was too 
difficult for us to say. B was my paternal grandmother; born at the end of the second world war, 
in a concentration camp in Germany -- despite being of Polish descent. I often think about the 
odds her family had to defy to make it out of the concentration camp well and alive and 
somehow make it to Chicago.  
I have this memory of idolizing B and all that she was. This is a woman who defied odds, 
emigrated to Chicago, took care of and lived with her father, and worked in retail. In my child 
mind, she was tall with long blond hair yet defied classic gender norms. She smoked cigarettes, 
wore old t-shirts (often with a Snoopy or Garfield), taught me how to play poker, and drove a red 
Chevy cavalier. B was my icon for defying feminine standards. She had this attitude of not 
caring what others thought and participated in things that brought her joy.  
In the second grade, my grandma passed away from a stroke. This the first time I vividly 
remember conceptualizing what it means to die. I remember my parents explaining to me what it 
means to have a funeral and what it symbolizes. I begged my parents to let me go to the funeral 
and I protested when they denied me access. Even at this age, I longed for closure from a 
powerful figure in my life. Still, her declaration of my beauty stays with me to this day.  
Preface 
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When I think about this moment where I was convinced I was beautiful, I remember that 
it came with a conditionality. B’s exact words were “your face is so beautiful, why don’t you tie 
your hair back so we can see your beautiful face.” I was both flattered and confused. First came 
this feeling of admiration. I blindly followed her words and was so quickly persuaded that my 
face is beautiful, except it can only be shown if my hair is tied and out of my face.  
As my tiny mind continued to reflect on her words, I looked around for someone who 
looked like me. B had long blond hair, my mom had hair too short that it could not be tied, and 
my brother and father had hair that I defined at the moment as “boy” hair. At least in this 
immediate circle, I found myself without representation. My cousin on my mother’s side had hair 
similar to mine, but not sharing the same ethnic make-up, I never felt in community. My hair has 
always been curly. I would say that it has been curly since birth, but I was born bald, so, my hair 
has been curly ever since it began to grow. In these moments after hearing B’s words, I imagine 
myself tugging on my bouncy ringlets hoping for them to become straight.  
I wanted to be beautiful and I wanted it to be known. Yet, the only way this seemed 
possible was through a very huge conditionality. This comment began a movement and a path of 
self-hatred. As I grew up, I longed for my hair to be tied back. Old yearbook photos and all 
through elementary school, my hair was always tied back in a ponytail. I told myself that it was 
because I had to show off my beautiful face.  
I would tune-in to shampoo and conditioner commercials begging my mom to buy me 
these products. At least on the tv, these commercials showed the process that turned a white 
women’s “frizzy” hair to long, straight, and luscious hair. I was under the impression that these 
products were magic and would give me hair that had the ability to compliment my face and not 
complicate my beauty. Growing up, I hated my hair. I did not understand where it came from and 
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even if my mother had some type of curly hair growing up, she did not know what I was dealing 
with. My mother used to tell me that once she gave birth to me, I took her curly hair since her 
hair was no longer curly. In moments of distress, I would be so upset that my mother gave me 
her hair, I just wanted her to take it back. From my peers to commercials to the weight of B’s 
words, I longed to have a different hair type.  
I looked at my parents, the family I grew up with, and the movies before me. Something 
was not adding up. I could not figure out where to place myself. I was stuck and lacked the 
knowledge and capacity to understand what I was feeling. I wondered why my hair and my 
experiences in school did not reflect my parents or even my brothers. I was confused on the 
behalf of others about how my last name be Flores if I did not even know Spanish. My parents 
were not talking about my multiple ethnicities and my friends did not seem to mention directly, 
so I convinced myself that these feelings were unimportant and I was overreacting.  
Reflecting on the words that my grandmother spoke well over a decade ago, I cannot help 
but question her motivation for saying what she said. Why is it that I am only beautiful when my 
hair is pulled back? When my curls are stretched to form a ponytail that is less noticeable, why is 
my beauty more apparent?  
Reflecting on this memory years later, I am struck by the reality that this may be my first 
documented micro aggression. Of course, this is not the language I would use to define the 
memory, at that age, it prompts me to wonder have there always been instances that marked my 
difference? How does the world mark difference and what is everyone’s obsession with it? 
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Growing up, my family did not feel the need to talk about their race. The only time race 
was brought up was when they were referring to what they noted as a racial or ethnic other. 
Because of their position of privilege to not have to publicly claim a race, I was under the 
assumption that I had to understand race and ethnicities the way they did. I felt myself becoming 
more curious about the way my ethnic make-up presented itself as more and more people made 
comments about what I looked like. I began to feel a tension and guilt build up as I thought I 
needed to define the way my parents did. Since they both hold their own separate racial and 
ethnic identities, I thought by choosing one ethnicity over another, I was picking one parent to 
side with. My light skin, dark curly hair, and familial upbringing were painting conflicting 
images as to who I was supposed to claim to be.  
For a while I was able to ignore how I could identify. Being able to delay the terms and 
labels I can use to identify is a privilege that I am able to bask in whenever I choose. My ethnic 
ambiguous blend will always allow others to make assumptions on who I am. In some cases, I 
can use this fact to my advantage and tell those around me what I thought they wanted to hear. 
Since my parents not willing to talk about race or did not have any answers to my questions, they 
were telling me that it was not a conversation for me to have. Perhaps, I did not grow up around 
the right culture to have the right to be curious about these complexities. For a while, I kept my 
questions to myself and sought out answers through family photos. Despite my lack of 
knowledge on many culture aspects, the passion I had to one day figure out who I was, never 
died. Was it possible for me to claim all three of my ethnicities or did I have to choose? 
My mother’s side of the family is Sicilian. My maternal grandparents, already married, 
emigrated to the United States in the 1960s and worked in the fashion industry. As a seamstress 
and tailor, my grandparents began to develop their lives in Chicago and grow their family. To 
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this day, my great-grandmother, my mother’s aunts and all her cousins have established their 
roots throughout Chicagoland.  
My father’s side of the family is Polish and Puerto Rican. My paternal grandfather grew 
up on the island of Puerto Rico before he and his father arrived in Chicago in the 1960s. While in 
Chicago, they started the first all-Spanish newspaper, La Puertorriqueña, that addressed issues 
for Chicago’s Puerto Rican community. My great grandfather even served on Mayor Daley’s 
human rights commission. I only met my Puerto Rican extended family once when the Museum 
of Puerto Rican Arts and Culture honored the legacy my great-grandfather left behind. Currently, 
both sides of my father’s family are either back on the island or somewhere in the United States.  
Needless to say, I come from very humble, hardworking, and trailblazing roots. I love my 
family and the way all the stars in the universe had to align to create a hodgepodge of 
individuals. Yet, my affection towards my family does not take away from the fact that my 
existence continues to be confusing and complex experiences to navigate. Even with the 
knowledge of the roots of my family, I became heartbroken and torn on how to place my own 
identity. If I only pick one, am I ignoring all my ancestors and their existence? Who am I really? 
As I gained a better understanding of what stereotypes and caricatures were, I began to 
realize that no matter how I chose to identify and no matter what cultural access I did or did not 
have, other people were always going to beat me to it. My last name, my hair type, my skin 
color, the city I am from, all work together to create a narrative of me, true or not. As I was 
increasingly labeled as La Gringa in Chicago, I became quickly “othered” when I went away to 
college at DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana. Since my closest friends in high school 
had labeled me as white, I assumed that I did not have access to my Puerto Rican identity. I 
viewed my friends as the gatekeepers of my identity. Although not Puerto Rican themselves, I 
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had fallen trap into homogenizing their Latinx experiences and identities in a way that prevented 
me from taking pride in my own. I was hesitant to find a space on my new campus when I had 
told myself I had an identity I should not claim access too.  
Throughout college, the way in which my identity has shifted and changed in ways that I 
could not imagine. Questions about my positionality and the spaces I have and do not have 
access to, I still find myself negotiating. This project seeks to tackle the painful, contradictory, 
complex, and intersecting identities that have been challenged and affirmed throughout my time 
in college. Using a mix of autoethnography and memoir style writing, I deconstruct the 
privileges and oppressions that are connected to my identity.  
This project will examine the various aspects that are placed onto me as a multiethnic 
individual. I will explore themes of passing, racial ambiguity, and situational identity. Although 
other scenarios exist among the vastness of multiracial individuals, I am focusing on those that 
very much align with my personal experiences. As I am tackling broader concepts, I use the 
terms multiethnic and multiracial interchangeably as I am talking about my own existence. I am 
cognizant of the fact that my Puerto Ricanness is an ethnicity and not a race; however, my 
prominent physical features are dissonant with my white racial background. Additionally, much 
of my research focuses on the identity development and formation of multiracial individuals 
which relates to much of my experience. Therefore, I use these two terms interchangeably 
throughout the project noting my experience as more so rooted in multiethnicity.  
As an undergraduate student approaching the end of my academic career, I note the 
importance of unpacking these formative experiences and changes to my own identity. Attending 
college in a very geographically different location allowed me to have the experience to live on 
my own for four years. During this time, I have been prompted to think about how my identity is 
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perceived and shaped by those around me. As Sarah Ahmed says, the personal is theoretical and 
my experiences and existence challenge and complicate the racial system.  
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In the United States, race has a profound impact on a person’s social mobility and lived 
experiences. Individuals are labeled and placed into a perceived racial group that falls along a 
binary. Historically, the racial binary in the U.S. has been framed as a white-black dichotomy. 
This polar opposite binary has been constructed through violent associations that will be 
explored in the next chapter. I argue that in the contemporary period there has been a shift in the 
racial binary to extend beyond a white-black dichotomy and now incorporate a white and non-
white polarity. One’s appearances, or rather perceived appearances, continue to affect one’s daily 
life by granting or limiting privileges. While the nature of this racial binary appears to be fragile 
by the arbitrary hierarchy that is in place, the intentional stratification of non-white groups 
allows racial difference to succeed.  
Make no mistake, the white-black racial binary is still prevalent in today’s society. 
Smedley (2011) argues that in the United States there is a dichotomous racial system in which 
the categories of white and black are inflexible. There are many stereotypes that are attached to 
Black bodies solely that position Black folks at the bottom of this arbitrary hierarchy. Patricia 
Hill Collins (2009) argues that stereotypes work as controlling images that prevent Black women 
from being accurately represented. Collins explores basic ideas of how binary thinking shapes 
human difference. Through binary thinking, difference is define through oppositional terms and 
only “…gains meaning in relation to its counterpart” (Collins 2009:70). In other words, as much 
as we are defined by who we are, we are just as much defined by who we are not. The emphasis 
on defining one by what they lack stimulates a superior-inferior binary thinking pattern. Another 
key theme central to oppositional difference is objectification. The process of objectification 
makes one element along the binary to be identified as the ‘Other’. This objectification of the 
‘Other’ is then “…viewed as an object to be manipulated and controlled” (Collins 2009:70). 
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Thus, this objectification and classification of the ‘Other’ is then translated to a dominant-
subordinate binary.  
Using the white-black racial binary as an example, it is clear in society who holds the 
dominant role and who is forced into the subordinated role. Collins (2009:71) cites bell hooks to 
argue that White folks, as the subject, are able to “…define their own reality, establish their own 
identities, name their history,”; while, Black folks, forced in the role as the objects, are defined 
by others. This series of binaries – subject/object, dominant/subordinate, superior/inferior – work 
in conjunction with the process of objectification to sustain the power of the racial binary. 
Although, Collins’ piece is specific to the experiences of Black women, her claims can be 
applied to understand contemporary racial relations. Race is informed through one’s perceptions 
and interpretations of “variations in skin color, hair texture, body size and shape, eye formation, 
and so forth…” (Smedley 12). Physical characteristics are easy markers that one can evaluate to 
place others among the binary; yet this typical way of placing people along the racial binary can 
be compromised by those who do not identify within this inflexible binary.   
With the increasing population of Latinx people in the United States, the society’s strict 
white-black color line must be called into question. While some Latinx folks may racially 
identify as Black, there are many variations of skin color among Latinx communities that extend 
beyond this dichotomous color line. Due to generations of colonialism and enslavement, Latinx 
racial phenotypes have individualized outcomes and creates a complex relationship with the 
American color line divide. Frank, Akresh, and Lu (2010) examine varied ways to measure the 
effects of discrimination among Latinx populations. Frank et al. notes a study that examine the 
relationship of skin color amidst Puerto Ricans and Dominicans that showed “…dark-skinned 
men earning significantly less than light-skinned men” (2010:383). There is a remarkable 
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correlation between having lighter skin to receiving benefits and having darker skin to 
experiencing disadvantages.  
The United States can be viewed as moving away from a dichotomous racial system to a 
tri-racial system. When it comes to self-identification, Latinx communities often depend on the 
choices provided. Frank et al. (2010) notes that Latinx population will often align with their 
ethnicity when and if it is labeled as an option otherwise, they will most likely prefer not to 
respond. Even if Latinx folks “…self-identify as White, [they] are not immune from penalties 
associated with darker skin in the United States…” (Frank et al. 2010:395). Latinx populations 
are often stereotyped to belong to a monolith. The arbitrary systems in place do not offer a way 
for Latinx folks to self-identify when their racial categories are not clear. Thus, the United States 
continues to operate among a white and non-white dichotomy where a hierarchy is in place to 
further stratify groups of color.  
Fragmentation of racial identities are used as a tool of white supremacy to divide all 
groups of people. Omi and Winant (1994:12) discuss that race is used as an identifier to provide 
clues as to who a person really is. This belief has developed as a way for individuals to navigate 
race relations that “... depend on preconceived notions of what specific racial groups look like” 
(Omi and Winant 1994:12). As Collins explores, these preconceived notions are forms of 
objectification that manipulate and control what specific racial groups are set to look like. 
Attempting to escape these norms is difficult for those who fall on the non-white side of the 
binary.  
Discomfort arises when people do not fit the notions or norms that they have been 
socialized to look for. Omi and Winant (1994:12) argue that “This fact is made painfully obvious 
when we encounter someone whom we cannot conveniently racially categorize.” When one’s 
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physical characteristics are dissonant with the controlling images placed on people of color, it 
becomes difficult to measure where they fall on the racial binary. Smedley (2011:6) argues that 
“race conveyed a model of the world as being divided into exclusive groups that were naturally 
unequal and had to be ranked vis-a-vis one another.” Multi-racial individuals throw this model 
into question since it could be harder to figure out how to treat them.  
Race, as a category of identity, remains a successful system of oppression by relying on 
practices of exclusion, fragmentation, anti-blackness, and white supremacy. Analyzing the 
experiences and social constructions of multiracial individuals may provide insight to the power 
of fluidity some possess. A key concept to understanding race and this project is perception. Our 
lives are shaped by how others see and define you. Perceptions are subjective and are highly 
influenced by a multitude of factors. Long story short, the race you are and the race you are 
perceived to be matter in our world and affect the experience you have in life.  
How is one set to identify within rigid dichotomous racial systems when they transcend 
these categories? Multiraciality has challenged the binary racial system that has been 
constructed. While the system is challenged by the existence of certain racial and ethnic 
mixtures, this has not been enough to dismantle the system. In fact, it has seemed to cause further 
isolation by those who fall outside the racial binary. The hypocritical construction and 
implementation of race, as a means to afford certain bodies privileges, signals that there should 
be a reevaluation of the ways in which people are classified.  
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An individual who holds membership to one or multiple racial groups but is perceived to 
belong to only one racial group is engaged in an act of racial passing. Passing is often an act 
attributed to multiracial individuals who hold a set of physical characteristics that seem to 
correlate with only one of their races over another. Since American society relies on monoracial 
categories, there is little room for multiracial individuals to surpass these racial divides. Those 
who are perceived to pass are allowed to transcend barriers “... and stigmatization by providing 
escapes from marginality” (Bradshaw 1992:79). In other words, those who pass are typically 
perceived to belong to an elite class if they hold more Eurocentric characteristics and are more 
likely to access resources, assets, and other services similar to white folks. Passing as a means to 
escape marginalization stems from a history of colonialism, enslavement, racial mixing, and 
construction.  
Racial mixing and reproduction quickly became an act that challenged the racial binary. 
Since the results complicated the system of race, passing became an intentional strategy to 
further stratify the racial system. Guterl (2013:166) defines racial passing to have historically 
been “...the dark body blending, without any remark or notice, into whiteness.” I argue that the 
need and ability of folks to pass is an act of survival since the creation of the racial binary 
continues to be violent. Although the previous chapter attends to the contemporary realities of 
the racial binary, the following paragraphs will attempt to establish the historical violence that 
led to passing as both a survival strategy and a way for whiteness to maintain and sustain power.  
Morgan (2006) examines European’s interactions with African and Indigenous peoples in 
the times of global enslavement. Specifically, Morgan (2006) identifies how racial characteristics 
were singled out in these groups through white-centered rhetoric. She writes “...women of 
African descent lived in bodies unmarked by what would emerge as Europe’s preoccupation with 
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physiognomy-- skin color, hair texture, and facial features” (Morgan 2006:21). The power 
whiteness holds constructed characteristics associated with Black individuals, specifically Black 
women, to distant them from whiteness. This effort to create Black women as the ‘Other’ in 
opposition to whiteness has been a way to label Black women and their physiognomy as 
undesirable.  
 Morgan (2006:35) writes of William Towrson, a white man who occupied Guinea in 
1555, who gave his audience two ways “...to view and understand African women -- beasts and 
monsters.” This description is dehumanizing, racist, and doused in colonial ideology to create the 
Black body as synonymous with animals. Yet, this compromising position put Black women in a 
space where the only way to distance themselves from these descriptions was by “...reinforcing 
white [women] behavioral norms” (Morgan 2006:36). Setting whiteness as a standard as to what 
‘othered’ racial groups should strive to become was intentional so one would not risk the 
association with being a beast, a monster, or, in other terms, non-human.  
White folks have always remained the dominant group in the racial system and anyone 
who falls outside of whiteness is a threat to the system. So, non-white folks are positioned to 
either assimilate to ‘whiteness’, in non-physical forms and/or continued to be subjected to racial 
oppression. The rise of the mulatto elite called for a reorganization of these racial categories. 
Thus, an even more complex hierarchy was put in place to measure which qualities one had to 
have to be considered a threat to the racial system.  
One way this system could be jeopardized is through racial mixture and blurring the 
defined violent and distinct racial categories that already exist. After spending centuries of 
constructing the opposition of the physical differences in a racial binary, any form of racial 
mixing muddles and compromises the clear lines of division. Thus, this allows for the 
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as such to avoid horrible racist associations.  
Bradshaw describes passing to mean “...an attempt to achieve acceptability by claiming 
membership in some desired group while denying other racial elements in oneself thought to be 
undesirable” (Bradshaw 1992:79). This racial system teaches others what racial elements are 
meant to be held to high regard and which are not. Bradshaw argues that even if passing is an act 
that allows one to claim sole membership to one racial group, one is doing so based on “...false 
assumptions about racial purity” (Bradshaw 1992:79). While the notion of what is racial purity 
should be explored further, the need to maintain racial purity further exacerbates the need to 
preserve racial hierarchies. 
Since this hierarchy has real benefits for those who are closer to whiteness, Guterl 
(2013:172) claims that “Racial passing, in short, was a matter of desperate advancement up the 
social ladder.” Guterl’s use of the word desperate reinforces Bradshaw’s concept of racial purity. 
When one is desperate, they will take any action necessary to reach their goal. Guterl 
commentary is a crude way of arguing the potential advantages Black individuals, and other 
racially mixed people may be using to benefit their community. Passing is not something one 
wakes up and decides to do, it is perceived onto them. Passing offers a way to participate in the 
system made to benefit white individuals. Let me be clear, those who are read as passing do 
receive privileges but to categorize all of those who pass as desperate is erasing the history of 
passing and the extreme measures that were put in place to stratify Black folks. Additionally, 
passing into whiteness is not the same as assimilating into whiteness. Although the two acts are 
related, they are not synonymous. Assimilating into whiteness through passing is basking in the 
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ability to pass as white and actively seeks the privileges that come with whiteness; while, some 
can pass into whiteness while actively checking their positionality. 
While passing presents many benefits for those who can access it, the act can also have 
some negative associations. Guterl (2013:167) argues “In racial terms, to pass is to deceive. It is 
to shield the supposed racial truth, to take advantage of presumed misperception, and to present a 
carefully constructed racial illusion.” Guterl’s choice of diction reinforces the racial binaries’ 
investment into whiteness. To say to pass is to deceive equates deceiving the person in power. To 
describe one’s racial passing as a deception provokes the question: to whom? 
As discussed, this racial passing would then be deceiving a white individual. White folks 
are so concerned with this rigid racial system falling apart that there are many binds those who 
pass are bound within. If one is deceiving when they can racially pass, they make others believe 
they belong to a group they are may or may not be technically a part of. Passing is a privilege 
given to some for no other reason than luck and is a tool to divide communities of color. This 
notion of passing creates dangerous connections with colorism among communities of color by 
placing more authority on lighter skin folks. Racial passing is a very deliberate aim towards 
colorism and “...was the logical extension … of this African American Elite, and that only the 
very best and very lightest, or the luckiest, should be granted the chance to become, 
performatively, white” (Guterl 2013:167). To reduce the hardship individuals face when they are 
categorized by those in power is insensitive and ignores the history of violence in enslavement 
and oftentimes, forced racial mixing. Guterl (2013:167) argues that “...passing is a consequence 
of generations of debate about racial mixture that have produced new bodies outside of old 
categories.” Emphasizing the word consequence, it is clear that passing, in Guterl’s definition, is 
meant to represent a negative outcome. Yet, who does the consequence belong to?  
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When one is attempting to pass or perceived to do so, they are inevitably navigating this 
racial binary. Guterl (2013:176) argues that “...the concern with mixture, with hypodescent, and 
with the dangerous deception of passing is so consistently racialized.” As Guterl points out, there 
is such a social fascination with hypodescent and the idea of potentially having a non-white, 
specifically Black, ancestor. It is almost portrayed as if someone were to be contaminated by 
non-white blood. This contamination goes against the obsession with racial purity. Passing works 
and allows individuals to receive benefits when it comes to the perception stage; yet, when one’s 
true identity is revealed the perception people then hold will change. 
Thus, passing is an act of survival when their racial identity has historically been 
discriminated against and subjected to all forms of violence. Passing allows for a temporary 
escape from the realities of the power of the racial binary. Passing reinforces the hierarchy of the 
racial binary by granting benefits to those with certain skin tones. Thus, this system aims to 
position people against each other.  
My experiences thus far have shown me that I benefit from racial passing. However, my 
ability to pass is affected by the geographical location I am in and the communities I am 
surrounded by. My form of racial passing does not stem from needed to be a form of survival but 
it does act as a way to reinforce the racial hierarchy. For those who perceive me to be a person of 
color, code me to have a ‘safe skin color’ and may feel more comfortable interacting with than 
someone with darker skin. Meanwhile, those who identify me as white may exoticize my non-
white features.  
Acknowledging the history of passing is important to understand the complexities of the 
racial binary. I question if passing only extends to the white-black color line. Do all multiracial 
individuals have the ability to pass despite their ethnic and/or racial make-up? Can passing 
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extend beyond passing for white and include passing for one race or ethnicity over another? 
Does passing apply to those who belong to just one race or ethnicity but are presented to be more 
ambiguous?  
 
 
 
Ambiguity 
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Racial passing and ambiguity, although may get tangled up, are distinct characteristics 
one can possess. Racial and ethnic passing may render the origins of the body invisible in 
various situations. Racial ambiguity, however, produces a body of mystery. Racial ambiguity is 
the state in which one’s physical appearances do not clearly signal one’s racial or ethnic makeup. 
Oftentimes ambiguity is represented as the melting pot aesthetic - a confusing mixture of racial 
details. Those who are racially ambiguous are given second looks and a series of questioning 
glances to find clues as to who a person could be. Society has an obsession with producing a 
specific ambiguous body that is slightly off-white and attracts the attention by defying racial 
classification.  
The best way to visualize and define ambiguity is through American media. Guterl 
(2013:184) argues that “...the ‘ethnically ambiguous’ body stands in gentle contrast with the 
long-standing use of ‘Latin’ and ‘Mediterranean’ actors… as liminal bodies capable of plating 
the lighter range of the color spectrum.” Frequently ambiguous bodies are defined “... as ‘Greek,’ 
‘Italian,’ and ‘Puerto Rican,’ as if those were solid categories, lacking any uncertainty or 
complexity of their own” (Guterl 2013:185). By placing labels on a supposed label-defying 
body creates a game out of a person’s origins – “pin-the-race-on-the-body.”  
This game, noted above, is played out in many movies or television shows. Arguably the 
most famous example comes from the American sitcom, Parks and Recreation. Actor, Rashida 
Jones stars as Ann Perkins who’s racial or ethnic origin is never disclosed. On the show, Amy 
Poehler’s character, Leslie Knope, will make comments on Perkins’ physical features. At one 
point, Knope says to Perkins “… your ambiguous ethnic blend perfectly represents the dream of 
the American melting pot.” The ambiguous body is noted and desired by these American shows. 
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There is something about the ability to escape racial categories, that makes the body a spectacle 
and a place to play a guessing game with.  
Today more and more shows are looking to include actors who either are multiracial or 
represent the look. Kenya Barris’ series Black-ish, Grown-ish, and Mixed-ish are all examples of 
shows that directly talk about those who are multiracial. Often comments on these shows 
highlight the complexities of multiracial individuals. Most of the comments are targeted towards 
Tracee Ellis Ross’ character, Rainbow Johnson. Ross being a very famous biracial public figure, 
also plays a biracial individual on the show. Simi Horwitz argues the reasons there are more 
ethnic ambiguous roles being filled in American media (2004).  
Beyond television shows, advertisers are interested in producing content that represents 
the changing physique of the American population. Horwitz interviews actor Alexea Lawson 
who is Black, Indigenous, Hispanic, and White but says that “producers see a Spanish girl when 
they look at me… I then become ‘culturally unique’ and that character description has opened 
doors for me in casting” (Horwitz 2004). This trend in media productions is proof that America 
continues to live in a white-black racial binary. There is an active search for those who defy 
these rigid racial categories because they are representing this emerging American population. 
The role the media plays on ethnic ambiguity is powerful in shaping the realities of ethnically 
ambiguous individuals.  
Throughout most of my life, most person I meet will have asked me a variation of the 
following question: “what are you?” Growing up I used to fear the question because of the 
connotation the question conveys. When I was younger, I viewed this question as a way for 
others to expose a secret I was apparently hiding. The repetition of this question fostered my 
imposer syndrome.  
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After spending time coming to terms with the complexities of my identity and the way it 
is situated within contemporary America, I no longer cringe at the question. I understand where 
other’s curiosity comes from. However, I see the question as coded way of asking “tell me your 
racial and ethnic origins so I know how to treat you. Should I give you human decency or should 
I treat you less than me?” The emotions the questions spark is complex. I am proud of the ethnic 
make-up I am because I hold a lot of pride in my ancestors and the lengths they went to for their 
family and their community. At the same time, I fear the response that the person may give me. 
Perhaps they will not allow me to be a part of something or be thrilled that I such a unique blend. 
Both outcomes make me uncomfortable. Being racially or ethnically ambiguous means you have 
to deal with seeing people’s reaction to who you are.  
In the beginning of my sophomore year of college, I was dealing with high levels of 
depression and anxiety. Normally I have my own coping strategies that allow me to handle these 
things on my own. However, this semester I felt my academic work being affected so I decided 
to seek out DePauw’s counseling services. As I went for my intake interview, I expressed to the 
counselor that I was feeling a sense of unbelonging because of my ethnic identity. Of course, he 
responded with “well, what are you” or something along those lines. So, I answered as I always 
do: “I am Italian, Polish, and Puerto Rican.” As an aspiring academic, I tend to answer the 
question in alphabetical order.  
John Lithgow’s doppelganger replied to me “you’re Italian? Mamma Mia! AND you’re 
Puerto Rican, wow. You must have a lot of passion in you.” Normally when I tell people my 
ethnic make-up, they will make a face of shock or intrigue. At the very most, I will hear a “huh? 
Interesting” from people. Never in my life have I experienced a person have such cognitive 
dissonance with how my identity has made them feel. Needless to say, it took two years before I 
Multi-Ethnic Chronicles 
26       Flores 
went back to DePauw’s counseling services because, well, I would say his response was 
unprofessional.  
My ambiguity has also led to some very strange questions and requests. In the fall of the 
2018 academic year, I had the wonderful opportunity to study off-campus in Ghana. Prior to 
going there, I prepared myself to face comments that labeled me in ways I did not feel 
comfortable with but that was also something I was willing to accept. However, I was not 
necessarily my ethnic ambiguity to translate while I was abroad. While I was there a few people 
asked or assumed rather I was Mexican. They justified this classification because they 
themselves have travelled before and said “well, you look Mexican.” In a different case, one of 
my program leaders asked me to make guacamole for her because she has always wanted to learn 
how to make it. She never asked me my ethnic or racial origin but I am under the assumption that 
she had access to my application for the program so perhaps there was something in there.  
I found it heartwarming, to an extent, that my ambiguity stretched cultures and proved, in 
this one instance, to be a global phenomenon. It is clear that global understandings of race do not 
leave room for ambiguity. Even in countries that rely on multiple categories of race, a label still 
needs to place. Ambiguity offers a chance to escape labels, but there is such a fascination with 
placing labels. Labels allow for cultural access and definition, as my experiences in Ghana 
prove. Labels allow belonging and a shared sense of placement. Racial and ethnic ambiguity 
does not allow to escape racial categorization but rather be subjected to a game of questions and 
looks to please the person’s perception of the ambiguous other.  
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When I first arrived at DePauw University, I was hesitant to join certain clubs or interact 
with certain people because I was not grounded in my identity. I was conscious of the 
implications my name and appearance made but I was not confident in my ability to back these 
parts of myself up with any cultural understanding or even another language. Throughout my 
time at DePauw I began to realize how vast and diverse communities of color could be and I did 
not have to fit in a made-up box of arbitrary rules. As I gained experiences over time, I realized 
that my identity is not just ambiguous it is also situational.  
Kristen A. Renn writes about the concept of situational identity in her book Mixed Race 
Students in College: The Ecology of Race, Identity, and Community on Campus. Renn 
(2004:220) defines situational identity to mean the “...conscious or unconscious shifting of racial 
identification… depending on the context in which students found themselves… Principal 
characteristics of this pattern are that individuals considered identity fluid and contextual and 
that they foregrounded different identities at different times.” Renn is arguing that those who are 
mixed use the surrounding context, in other words one’s immediate environment, to define 
themselves. Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2008:450) argue that situational identity occurs not only in 
one’s context but “...participants’ identity claims emerged as a result of interpersonal 
experiences.” Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2008:450) go on to argue that “...as students develop 
their ethnic identities, just as students develop self-authorship, they take cues about practice 
asserting their developing identities and meaning making skills along the interpersonal 
dimension of epistemology.” Thus it is a mix between social interaction and the surrounding 
environment that allow multiracial individuals to hold many trial and errors to judge which 
identity fits in the moment.  
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Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2004) bring up an interesting point that mixed-race individuals 
take cues practicing their developing identities and the reactions others may have. My 
experiences in life can definitely attest the arguments these authors have made. For a while I was 
able to ignore how I could identify. My parents never brought up race or had a conversation with 
me about the fact that I was mixed. I coded that as them being not willing to talk about race. 
Things changed when I got to high school. I was a part of a racially and ethnically diverse friend 
group. Being a part of a heterogenous group of people, I felt more at peace with my multifaceted 
identity. Until it became a topic of conversation and my friends started to identify me. Phrases 
and words would be thrown my way with no prompting or warning: Oh, Maria you’re white you 
would not understand; La gringa; you do not know Spanish so you would not understand. These 
assumptions being thrown my way confused me and positioned me in a space of anger and 
avoidance when it came to my racial and ethnic identity.  
My whole life I would always mark boxes on forms to reflect that I was both “white” and 
“Hispanic.” However, in high school, it seemed as though that answer was not good enough. I 
got the sense that it was bad to have the mix of identities I did have. Perhaps if I had some 
understanding of Spanish, my identity would read more as valid. I would be able to blend in and 
fall back on my last name, my hair type, and skin color to paint me as a Puerto Rican woman. 
However, this only seemed to be true if I had a cultural understanding of the culture and the 
Spanish language. No matter how much knowledge I would have of Spanish, I still did not have 
access to Puerto Rican Spanish and culture in the same way as others. 
On the other hand, I also have an identity that could paint me as a Sicilian, Mediterranean 
woman. My light skin, my curly hair, and my first name, could create this other image of me. 
Yet, this image could only be enhanced if I have some knowledge or mastery of the Sicilian 
Multi-Ethnic Chronicles 
30       Flores 
dialect my family spoke at home. Although, even if I had some knowledge of these things, I still 
would have my last name that conflicts with the narrative I am telling others.  
Truthfully, my Polish ethnicity often goes unnoticed. If I were even playing two truths 
and a lie with new friends, one of my truths would be that I am of Polish descent and people 
would guess that that is the lie. I wouldn’t blame them. My Polish ethnicity has been called into 
question before. But, how anyone could question this part of me is beyond me. What screams “I 
am at least part Polish” more than living on the Northwest side of Chicago next to a pierogi 
store? I’ll wait.  
Once I learned that people accepted and acknowledged me into the student of color 
community on campus, I again avoided bringing up my identity. If anyone asked, I was honest 
and told them the truth to their answers. However, I would mostly avoid the question or tactically 
deflect and fumble at any chance for anyone to push me out of this new community that I felt 
welcomed into and finally had access too. I am still wrestling with the notions that are identity 
can be fluid and can change in different locations and situations.  
In the “Bill of Rights for Racially Mixed People” Maria P.P. Root (1996:364) using the 
term situational ethnicity. Root argues “Situational ethnicity is a natural strategy in response to 
the social demands of a situation for multiethnically and multiracially identified people.” Root 
(1996) defines this process to be natural while Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2008) define it to be an 
act of self-authorship. As an individual who has struggled to find confidence in my identity, I 
like the rhetoric presented before me. Root’s diction of ‘natural’ provides a sense of comfort as I 
reflect on my past experiences and the conversations I have engaged in. In a society so infatuated 
with labels and stratification, Root’s (1996) ‘natural’, almost instinctive process, offers a 
ceasefire to having to ‘choose’ between identities. Meanwhile, Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2008) 
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promote agency to individuals in how they tell their story. Both works promote more inclusivity 
and acceptance to the confusing navigation of a mixed identity.  
When discussing identity development among mixed students, Renn (2004:10) writes 
“Kirch emphasized cognitive flexibility required to transcend external definition and move 
towards self-definition, and Weisman acknowledged the reflexivity required to achieve a sense 
of ‘positive alterity.’” Alterity is defined to mean otherness, or the state of one being different. 
From my understanding to achieve a sense of ‘positive alterity’ is to embrace the difference that 
comes along with being mixed. Renn’s (2004) emphasis on Kirch and Weisman arguments 
acknowledged the potential difficulties that come with embracing identity and embracing an 
identity that ultimately fits that person.  
Would being able to participate in situational identity be a privilege? Does this privilege 
depend on the context and situation? My experiences are beginning to prove that not only do I 
have an ambiguous identity, I also have an identity that can pass for multiple ethnicities 
depending on the situation. I write my own story and can utilize self-authorship to navigate the 
various situations that will continue to be presented to me. No matter how much I study the ways 
in which systems of inequality perpetuate oppression, I still have to realize I very much do hold 
identities that benefit from certain privileges and some of that occurs based on how others 
perceive me.  
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For the holidays, the Flores’ always celebrate with the Sicilian side of the family. Every 
New Years’, Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, Christmas, and Labor Day (believe or not), 
all of these relatives get together. With about five elders who decided yelling is a more effective 
form of communicating than buying a hearing aid, fifteen adults ranging from 22 to 48 years-old. 
eight children under the age of 8, I can only suspect that you hope that this chapter ends with an 
invite to our next family function.  
Every year for the past twenty some odd years of my life all of these functions have 
remained the same. All the women in the family are cooking, typically in the basement of the 
house where they are not to be seen. The men in the family are lounging on the couch, drinking 
some beverage watching their children or grandchildren beat each other up, yelling at them from 
a safe distance to ‘behave'. And, of course, consistently existing between the binary, I struggle on 
whether to help out with the women downstairs, who are much older than me, or play hide-and-
go seek with my baby cousins. Truly it is a matter of how theatrical do I have the energy to be. I 
could go downstairs and get asked about my ‘love-life’ since I did go to school to get my MRS 
degree. Or, I could stay upstairs and babysit the children and make sure they don’t fall down or 
break anything since their fathers are too busy watching the game. Either way, I am not coddled 
by my age bracket and I am adopting domestic gender roles.  
Needless to say, the holidays can and tend to be a bit more complicated than the way I 
just described them. Obviously, a lot more yelling happens, and a lot more hiding on my part. 
Yet, every year I try my best to be a bit more social, and every year I am reminded why that is a 
bad idea. If it’s not insistent comments about my weight, whether I have lost or gained pounds, 
or about a boy, who does not and has not existed in my life, then it's about my other physical 
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appearances, my hair, my piercings, my lipstick choice, my low-cut top, my ripped jeans, you 
see it, I promise you my family will make a comment on it.  
Going home for the holidays always makes me reflect on the two worlds I have created 
for myself. I come from a school where my friends and I face and deconstruct microaggressions. 
A place where we are truly experiencing “white America” and feel encouraged to unpack the 
patriarchy, cis-normativity, heteronormativity, colorism, anti-blackness, transphobia, 
homophobia, fatphobia, and so much more. A place where words, like the ones I just described, 
do not have any real place in conversations in the ‘real world’. A place where words like these 
allow us to academically assign our experiences value, because we do not have access or the 
capacity to do that in our homes. Rather, let me rephrase, I am coming from a school where I can 
connect my new academic language with my experiences and theorize what it is I am 
experiencing. And I take all this knowledge and I take these experiences and I bring them 
‘home’. 
‘Home’ is a place where my words color me liberal. My words color me a millennial. My 
words color me a feminist (but with a negative connotation). My words color me different, 
othered, while simultaneously coloring me as “the-one-who-is-going-places.” It is not that home 
is not accepting of the words I have learned, rather it is that my words eat at their white fragility. 
Yet, I have come to realize that my family wants the best for me, but only if it fits their 
understanding of what best really means.  
Yet, battling these two very different worlds is something I would like to say that I am an 
expert at. I truly have adopted my Hannah Montana/Miley Cyrus moment. Same person but two 
different realities and audiences to please. Although, I am not sure how much my family could 
Multi-Ethnic Chronicles 
36       Flores 
have expected out of me when I decided to choose an interdisciplinary major at a liberal arts 
college in the Midwest? 
Because as the age-old saying goes, are you really a liberal arts student majoring in 
gender studies unless you have at least one nontraditional piercing, or a tattoo, or have a history 
of dying your hair a different color?   
The short answer is no.  
In my attempt to fit into the physical requirements that would allow people to equate me 
with my major, I made the decision to get my septum pierced. Although debating the decision for 
many months, I ended my junior year with a horseshoe septum piercing. As my life has proved 
time and time again, I always make the choice that allows others to comment on what it is I have 
done.  
So naturally now having this symbol of degeneracy, I go to these Sicilian holiday events 
with a suit of armor in mind to protect my image of self. Yet, no armor I could afford would have 
ever prepared me for this moment I shared with my great aunt.  
As I approached for a hug and a kiss, the proper way to greet my elder family members, 
she stopped me, and looked at my nose. She began to make some chanting noises and dance in a 
march life fashion. In a way that I could best describe as a stereotypical tribal or indigenous 
dance. Later on, she ended up describing me as someone from the Congo.  
Clearly her comments and connections are a testament to her ignorance and lack of 
correct information. But her comments are also a critique on how I have once again othered 
myself and put a defining target on my face. As if my different hairstyle and decision to live 
outside Chicago for four years did not already make me feel like an outsider in my own 
childhood home, this microaggression surely did.  
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I use this story to emphasis that my identity is fluid and my conception of it is constantly 
changing. While I am not identified to hold certain characteristics when I am surrounded by my 
friends at DePauw, I am subjected to certain ones back at home. Perhaps I pass in some way at 
DePauw that my family does not recognize. Maybe my ambiguity is stronger at DePauw where 
the understandings of race are constantly under review at a liberal arts school. Maybe its both 
things. Either way, my identity is situational and is influenced by people around me and the 
social locations the hold.   
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When I started this project, I had such large hopes, dreams, and aspirations for what the 
final product would look like. I wanted to create a social media platform and spark conversation 
surrounding what it means to navigate any form of mixed identity. I had an initial goal to 
reconnect with family members I met less than a handful of times and prove to myself that I do 
have an authentic relationship with my Puerto Rican background. I had an arsenal of questions I 
planned to answer and unpack.  
Alas, I sit here having done none of the things I noted above. As a junior researcher, I 
thought I would have enough time to accomplish all of these goals above while still attending to 
everything you just read. What I failed to realize is that I was still a student trying to wrap up my 
final year of undergrad and somehow conceptualize that we have entered a global pandemic (see 
COVID-19 addendum for how this shifted the project). As much as I had all these high hopes for 
what this final project would look like, I am proud of all that I produced.  
If I were to do this project again, I would want to incorporate more memoir style writing. 
Writing chapter 5 was my favorite because of the voice and tone I could play around with. I 
sprinkled some personal anecdotes to highlight the themes I was working with, but perhaps there 
was a different way to structure this. I struggled with the layout for this project as I constantly 
wanted to unpack and go against what academia wants writing to look like. In some ways I could 
not give up certain academic requirements and other times I felt too confined by academia to 
push against it any further.  
In future research I would like to see the introduction of new ideas and questions. The 
themes presented above are foundational for me to understand my experiences and were 
necessary for this project. However, given the space and time I would like to explore the anti-
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blackness that could potentially be associated with claiming a multiethnic or multiracial identity. 
Should there be pride in claiming a multiracial identity or does it provide escape from 
prosecution? Of course, this relates to only some multiracial identities and is not inclusive.  
 Given the chance, I would like to communicate with more people on their experiences of 
being multiethnic on what themes or trends their experiences showcase. I would like to do more 
work that explores ways to restructure the racial system and finds new or perhaps zero ways of 
classification. There a lot this project has not explore and so much more work that can be done. 
There are many complex and intriguing ways identities are shaped through a number of factors 
that I wish I could have listed and researched more. Yet, this project serves as a good first step 
for more research to come.  
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Dear Younger Maria,  
 I already know your first question and the answer is no. No, you will not have it all 
figured out by May 2020. I will tell you that some other question you are subconsciously 
thinking about will definitely happen – and of course, in ways you will not expect. But, hey, we 
are not going to focus on those moments. Instead, I am writing to you, my first-year self, to let 
you know that no matter how college plays out, take everything one step at a time.  
 Throughout college you’re going to be tested on your identity. I know that this was 
already difficult to deal with high school, but trust me that it is only going to be more amplified 
on DePauw’s campus. While, at times the liberal arts obsession with what feels like oppression 
olympics, I am going to remind you to be patient with yourself and those around you. You have 
much to offer the world and those you meet along the way. So, let’s start with some things you 
will encounter along the way.  
 Your hair will prove to be a huge part of your identity. That new straightener you buy 
Christmas 2016, will not be necessary. You will straighten your hair one time your first-year and 
then you will go on a series commitment to have not straighten it since that moment. You will 
learn about the beauty of the L.O.C. method (Leave-in condition, Oil, and Cream). You will have 
debates about whether it should be the L.O.C. method or the L.C.O method. At the end of your 
first-year you will have made the decision to stay on campus for the summer which is probably 
the best choice you could make for your future. In this summer, new friends with new ideas 
about hair type and texture will fully embrace you and accept you to be a part of their friend 
group. This will prove to be a very important moment for you as understanding your curls and 
protecting them will be your new lifelong mission. Hair is just one part of your identity that you 
will begin to explore this summer.  
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 Unfortunately, during the summer of 2017, you will live with individuals who you likely 
will not get along with. However, this will give you a chance to hang out with these new friends 
you made and continue to grow the friendships you have already made. You will learn more 
about traditional Puerto Rican dances. Although you are not the best dancer out there you will 
craft a playlist of music that will bond you and your friends for years to come. Keep listening to 
music, it will do a lot for you. Plus, your life needs a soundtrack as you walk from one class to 
the next so invest in a good pair of headphones and turn up the volume.  
 I am also going to caution you about the strength of the ambiguity of your identity. Many 
people will misidentify you. Do not view this as a negative quality about you or the individual 
making the comment. At some point you are going to spend a year actively research the concept 
of claiming a multiethnic identity. Waiting until the moment you do to finish this will be worth 
the wait. Go on and collect your experiences. They are important to your development and your 
understanding of self.  
 Speaking of this identity, I will warn you, this will not be an easy time for you and your 
parents. You will spend a lot of time away from home and find any opportunity or excuse to not 
go back to Chicago. I get it, this is a place that reminds you of your angsty teenage self that had 
no clue about your own identity. I hope that you are patient with your parents. They are human 
too and they will react with anger or confusion. While that will anger you, with good reason I 
argue, keep in mind why you are in college in the first place. Your parents have sacrificed so 
much so you could go on and have these amazing experiences so give them at least an ounce of 
patient. You will be surprised how much they will grow while you are gone. They will come to 
appreciate your Gender Studies 101 random teaching moments in the kitchen. Your knowledge 
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will grow beyond what you can currently comprehend and both you and your parents will learn 
the true meaning of patience. Give it some time, trust me.  
 No matter the hardships you encounter remember to always find time to remain proud of 
you. Remember the journey and steps you took to even arrive at DePauw. You are worth the 
investment so I hope you remember that as you go through this new journey.  
I wish I could tell you all the moments that I consider mistakes now and tell you ways 
you could avoid it. The truth is, all those ‘mistakes’ were so necessary and important. Yes, in 
some instances these mistakes led to heartbreak and dejavu because of how often certain 
situations kept coming into your life. But, hear me out, if not for those ‘mistakes’ you would not 
be writing this project about one of the greatest things out there – you. These ‘mistakes’ have 
allowed you to become an even more reflective and compassionate person. Two values you have 
always held near and dear to you have continued to flourish despite all the difficult moments. So, 
I am here to say thank you. Thank you for all the choices you made, all the friendships you 
invested in, all the experiences you led me through. I could not have asked for a more inspiring 
experience. Reflecting and healing through many situations will prove to be difficult. So, I leave 
you with these words by none other than Alice Walker: 
“Even as I hold you, I am letting you go.” 
Now, go out there and have some fun! Party once in a while, I assure you it is ok.  
Sending you all the love because you most certainly deserve it from yourself,  
Maria Rosa Flores, 18 days before graduation  
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Due to this glo1bal pandemic, I have been shifted from my physical space at DePauw and 
I am now writing from my home. It has taken me exactly three weeks from being home to even 
begin to think about writing this project again. At DePauw I am seen, treated, and validated as a 
person of color that holds complex and conflicting identities. At home, I am Lady (Lady is my 
childhood nickname that all my family members call me. Lady is mine, my mother gave it to 
me). At home, there seems to be no explanation for my differences or the reason I look the way I 
do. Lady has curly hair because she stole it/took it from her mom during childbirth. Lady has a 
slightly darker complexion than the rest of us, because she tans well. Lady is Claud and Fran’s 
daughter.   
But, Maria at DePauw, different story. Maria is a multi-ethnic person of color. 
Sometimes Maria does things and that’s when her whiteness really comes out. Maria has light 
skin but dark curly hair and an ethnic name, so Maria Rosa Flores is a person of color. Maria is 
her own person that acknowledges her complexities.  
At DePauw, I am often referred to as Maria Rosa Flores, by my friends. Each syllable 
and name present a different meaning to me than the actual origin of my name. At DePauw, the 
name Maria Rosa Flores reminds me of my Puerto Rican roots. In classrooms, my name and 
appearance set me apart from my majority white peers. When I am tutoring writing, I am 
reminded of my Puerto Rican roots and lineage. My great-grandfather and my grandfather’s 
newspaper fill my head and sparks my motivations. The thought of my ancestor’s ability to write 
and spark change are the attitudes and reflections I had with me as I existed at DePauw.  
Now I mentioned that my name and my personhood set me apart from my peers while in 
college, mainly my predominately white peers. To be fair, I grew up and was raised around 
whiteness. In many ways I was sheltered. My dad did not have a connection to much or really 
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any of his family. Whenever family got together, for me that meant my mother’s Sicilian family. 
In all transparency I was raised around racist, ignorant, and homophobic people. To my family I 
am just my parent’s child. I grew up with my Sicilian family, so I am Sicilian, but only when it is 
important to them. Otherwise I am very clearly othered in ways that are unique to me and do not 
even extend to my brother who is the same genetic make-up as me, as you could tell from the 
previous anecdotes in this project.  
Despite being raised around whiteness, the whiteness I experienced at DePauw was 
wildly different than what I could ever have expected. My white family is first-generation 
Americans, with me and my generation of cousins comprising the second generation of 
Americans. This transition and assimilation into American culture mixed with recent 
immigration histories combined with being raised and socialized in an urban environment is a 
very different type of whiteness than that exists in Indiana. Even if my family pushed me more 
into whiteness while I was in Chicago, my ethnic ambiguity shoved me out of any sense of 
whiteness while in Indiana.  
Questions centering the theme of “what are you” emerged more frequently. In my time at 
DePauw, I have begun to decipher this question as something that really insinuates the question 
“what stereotypes can I attach to your body and how I am supposed to treat you?” The common 
thread presented here between both my family in Chicago and my experiences at DePauw is that 
my presentation of self is a spectacle that people cannot place into the binary boxes of race and 
ethnicity that America relies on. Therefore, comments about my appearance often come to 
fruition so people can begin to place me or police my behavior so I can act a certain way and 
prove certain cultural identities to be true.  
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Coming from a space of mixed identities, I am often confused. Throughout college I have 
tried to challenge parents and the way they have identified me throughout my life. Often it has 
not gone well and made “home” a very troubling place to return. My parents found it hard to 
accept that I have begun to identify as a woman of color and mostly interact with communities of 
color. Hearing my identity being held hostage and questioned by my family has been 
heartbreaking. Their reaction to my new found identity in college made me doubt and fear this 
label I put on myself. This combined with comments from friends at school about my skin color, 
my hair, and my lack of cultural knowledge gave me feelings of imposter syndrome that have not 
been easy to shed.  
As I am finishing up this project from my home, I am reminded of the fights and tears my 
parents have inflicted on me because their understanding of my identity is not matching to what I 
am saying or identifying with. I know in the past my parents have seen me as delusional and 
have picked fights over the conversation around race just to get me riled up. Perhaps this is an 
aspect of their privilege showing. Even though I dedicated a year to unpacking my own identity 
and experiences more, I still have trouble talking to my parents about this project and about 
myself.  
I think it is very telling the anger my parents experience when it comes to my shifting 
identity. Perhaps with this label I give myself, my parents are agreeing to the social standards 
that those of marginalized or minoritized status are treated differently, actually worse, than those 
who identify as white. But my parents would be very insistent to tell you that they are not racist. 
Perhaps with this label my parents are agreeing to the fact that they treat people of color 
differently than white people. But my parents would be very insistent to tell you that they are not 
racist. Perhaps with this label I am subjecting myself to behavior my parents do not inflict on me 
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and they do not want me to be treated differently than they are. But my parents would be very 
insistent to tell you that they are not racist. 
The thing is, I do not go up to my parents and say that I now am more comfortable 
identifying as a woman of color and therefore I am going to be treated worse and more poorly 
than you all have ever been in your lives. I tell them that my experiences will continue to be 
different than theirs will ever be. My mother, being a white woman, will never understand what 
my experiences are like as a woman of color. We may be able to relate to both having poly-
cystic ovarian syndrome or getting dark little hairs on our chin, but the reality is my personhood 
is read and presented differently than hers. While my dad could relate to the more defined ethnic 
features I have, his own personal history with his Puerto Rican family provides a lot of animosity 
towards exploring and sharing that part of his culture. So, I emphasize my experiences will be 
different than theirs and very much different than my brother, so he cannot continue to serve as 
my comparison mannequin. Aside from our gender differences, we present and embrace our 
mixed heritage wildly differently. Just because my experience in life will be different, does not 
mean that it will be worse or better, the reaction they have is based on the negative connotation 
they attach to the word ‘different.’  
My experience of being mixed is complex, confusing, frustrating, scary, yet, exciting, 
unique, and beautiful. While people in my life have pushed me to have tiny identity crises, I have 
been surrounded by patient people who have talked with me about my identity and let me 
verbally explore my own questions. Although I have conflicting ethnicities, I am provided the 
opportunity and privilege to explore them and become the person I am meant to be. In my senior 
year as I began to construct this project, I have been very open about my mixed-ness and my 
feelings towards this vulnerable project. A part of growing up, having new experiences, and 
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learning new things will automatically shift anyone’s understanding of themselves and promote 
an identity shift, not just for mixed folks. 
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